T hirty years ago, many believed the paper dress would be the end product use that brought the nascent "nonwovens industry" into the mainstream of American manufacturing and commerce. Spunbonding, the largest production method in North America today, was virtually unknown.
Needlepunching was looked at as a way to scrape some final use out of leftover fabric and the concept of actually combining multiple nonwoven technologies to make a whole that was more valuable than the sum of its parts, was a pipe dream.
Most of the leaders of the industry at that time were staying awake at night trying to figure out what to call this business. Our leading trade magazine was at various times called Nonwovens & Disposable Soft Goods and then Formed Fabrics Industry until it settled on the title under which we know it today, Nonwovens Industry. In those pre-green times, INDA still referred to itself as the International Nonwovens & Disposables Association and a disposable nonwoven was called just that, not today's more apt characterization -"short-life."
I dust off these formed fabrics facts not simply as a trip down Memory Lane, but because this year marks the 30th anniversary of the first IDEA Show in 1971 at the Philadelphia Convention Center. A total of 64 exhibitors showed up at the inaugural event and a surprising 3004 nonwovens executives made their way to Philadelphia, illustrating the interest the traditional textile, paper and chemical companies were taking in our fledgling industry at that time.
Through its various permutations, IDEA moved around the country to New York City, Chicago, Atlanta, Washington and Baltimore and this month sets down in Miami Beach, FL from March 27-29. The numbers again reflect the industry's rise in stature: More than 7,000 people are expected to descend upon the Miami Beach Convention Center to meet with and buy from nearly 400 exhibiting companies.
At the heart of any IDEA Show through the past three decades has been technology, just as technological development has spearheaded the growth of our business since its inception more then two generations ago. Face it, nonwovens are not a glamorous marketing phenomenon worthy of ad time during the Super Bowl. We earn our money researching, developing and making products that fill a specific consumer need. Nothing flashy, but obviously highly effective.
The credit for this development and our industry's growth goes squarely to the men and women doing the research and product development at our universities, corporations and consortia around the world. It is their hard work that will be on display at IDEA this month in the form of new fibers and raw materials, faster and more efficient machinery, and roll goods that perform better than our industry ancestors. At IDEA you will see materials that could not have even been imagined three decades ago, and, of course, result in end-use products that improve the lives of consumers worldwide.
This innovation approach will be on display when we announce the recipients of the inaugural IDEA 01 Achievement Awards, a program we instituted this year in partnership with our friends at Nonwovens Industry to recognize companies and individuals who have contributed to the growth of nonwovens since the last IDEA in 1998. Three finalists have already been announced in the six categoriesFibers/Raw Materials, Equipment, Roll Goods, Short-Life End Product, LongLife End Product and Entrepreneur. All of the finalists will be recognized for their outstanding achievements, and the winners will be announced on the first day of IDEA.
Let me take one last moment to congratulate a good friend who will also be recognized with a special IDEA 01 Lifetime Achievement Award. Wayne Hays, a man who has literally grown up with the industry since first being assigned some research into this thing called "nonwovens" in the early 1950s. He has seen firsthand the technology development that has taken our business from a "what's that?" to a great IDEA. Wayne was among the industry leaders who chartered INDA and was its first Chairman. His contributions to the industry and INDA are immeasurable.
Finally, congratulations and our appreciation should go out to all the men and women whose work will be on display during IDEA 01 in Miami Beach. Yes, it is not always glamorous and you won't see a feature on the "Superstars of Nonwovens" on any HBO special. But, you will have a chance to marvel at what the industry has accomplished in three short years since the last time the North American nonwovens community gathered all in one place.
Enjoy the show. Sense and acknowledge the technological innovation. You deserve it.
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